I Introduction
This article is essentially a literature review, the purpose of which is to explore the construct of language testing washback. The questions addressed by the article are as follows: 1) What is washback? 2) How does washback work? 3) How can we promote beneficial washback? 4) How can we investigate washback? My purpose is to explore these issues, specifically in the context of extemal-to-programme tests (rather than teacher-made or intemal-toprogramme examinations). The article is organized around the four questions posed above.
II What is washback?
Although there is general agreement in the field as to the basic definition of washback, there is also considerable variety in opinions as to how it functions. In this section, I will first consider several definitions of washback and then look specifically at washback in the context of communicative language testing. 7 Definitions of washback Buck (1988: 17) describes washback as follows:
There is a natural tendency for both teachers and students to tailor their classroom activities to the demands of the test, especially when the test is very important to the future of the students, and pass rates are used as a measure of teacher success. This influence of the test on the classroom (referred to as washback by language testers) is, of course, very important; this washback effect can be either beneficial or harmful.
In the case of Japanese secondary school students, Buck (1988: 18) continues, the perceived washback is negative:
There are probably many reasons why most Japanese high school graduates cannot use English for even the most basic purposes, despite receiving hundreds of hours of classroom instruction, but surely one of the most important is the washback effect of entrance examinations on the classroom.
It has been noted, however, that Buck's assertions in this position article are not supported by empirical evidence (Alderson and Wall, pers. comm.; Taylor, pers. comm.) . Indeed, we shall see that the existence of washback, particularly negative washback, is a widely held belief, but that relatively little empirical research has been conducted on this topic in language testing.
Hughes (1989: 1) states simply that 'the effect of testing on teaching and learning is known as backwash' (this term being synonymous with washback). He devotes a brief chapter to 'achieving beneficial backwash', in which he outlines seven ways of promoting positive backwash (Hughes, 1989: 44- Shohamy ( 1992: 513 ) also refers to washback when she describes 'the utilization of external language tests to affect and drive foreign language learning the school context'. Like Buck, she notes (1992: 513) that 'this phenomenon is the result of the strong authority of external testing and the major impact it has on the lives of test takers'. She cites as examples the introduction of new English-speaking tests in Israel (Shohamy, Reves and Bejarano, 1986) , and of the ACTFL Guidelines and Oral Proficiency Interview in the USA.
Following Alderson and Wall (1993) , Messick Canale and Swain (1980) , Swain (1984) , Green (1985) and Hart, Lapkin and Swain ( 1987 ) . These (Green, 1985: 218 Although Shohamy (1992: 514) decries the use of prescriptive, authoritative, externally imposed tests, she sees a value in using externalto-programme assessment instruments:
Still, creating change through testing is, in fact, an effective device because schools will usually strive to meet external standards and will change teaching methods to improve performance on tests. Unfortunately, however, only student performance is thereby emphasized; the larger effect is the narrowing of the curriculum in ways inconsistent with real learning and the real needs of those students. Therefore, one must seek ways for tests to result in positive washback.
This potential for 'narrowing of the curriculum' has been discussed by Raimes (1990) Wall and Alderson (1993) ( 1993: 120) .
The topic of self-assessment has received increasing attention from language testing researchers in recent years (see, e.g., Oskarsson, 1980; Bachman and Palmer, 1981; LeBlanc and Painchaud, 1985;  von Elek, 1985) . The following comments from von Elek (1985: 60) explain the direct relationship of self-assessment to autonomous learning and positive washback. Self-assessment 1 ) enables learners to assume greater responsibility for the assessment of their proficiency and their progress; 2) it enables them to diagnose their weak areas and to get a realistic view of their overall ability and their skills profile; 3) it enables them to see their present proficiency in relation to the level they wish to attain; 4) it helps them to become more motivated and goal oriented.
Thus self-assessment and learner autonomy are linked to each other and to washback, because developing internal criteria for success is one of the key characteristics of autonomous learning.
4 Score reporting Ideally, standardized, extemal-to-programme tests could provide positive washback both to the learners themselves and to programme representatives, but to do so would minimally entail providing more detailed score reports than are typically available with wide-scale proficiency tests. As mentioned above, Shohamy has pointed out that to promote positive washback, assessment information must be 'detailed, innovative, relevant and diagnostic' and that it must 'address a variety of dimensions rather than being collapsed into one general score' ( 1992: 515 ).
The G-TELP (ITSC, 1990 ) is one commercially available English language test which does provide feedback to the learners in the form of a detailed score report. The G-TELP Score Report provides testtakers with information about their performance, not only on the subtests of listening, reading and vocabulary, and grammar but also with relatively specific feedback, in percentage terms, about their performance on the tasks and structures assessed in these subtests. Spolsky (1990: 12) Alderson and Wall (1993: 127-28) Denzin, 1970; van Lier, 1988 (Messick, 1996, 242) . The studies by Shohamy (1993) in Israel and by Wall and Alderson (1993) (Alderson, 1987 Secondly, results must be believable to test-takers and user agencies and must be provided in a timely, detailed fashion. The more clearly interpretable and informative the score report, the greater the likelihood that the test will yield positive washback (Shohamy, 1992: 515 (Wesche, 1983; Buck, 1988) . This criterion is addressed by two of Hughes's (1989: 44-45) points: 'Use direct testing' and 'test the abilities whose development you want to encourage'. A test will generate positive washback to the learner if the testtaker buys into the assessment process. The use of self-assessment mechanisms and possibly even confidence ratings (Alderson, 1990) will promote washback to the learner via ownership of the assessment. These procedures will also lead to greater learner autonomy. Likewise, 'involvement of the agents of change' (Shohamy, 1992: 
